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ABSTRACT 

The maternal affective environment to which children 
are exposed, conceptualized by (1) percentage of total emotional 
displays (happy, sad, angry, tense, or tender) and (2) global indices 
of current maternal psychosocial functioning, is likely to be related 
to children's expression of emotions and overall social-emotional 
competence. Thus, prevalence of several maternal emotions were 
predicted to be related to other measures of mother's psychosocial 
functioning, prevalence of children's emotions, and indices of 
children's social-emotional competence. Emotional displays of 29 
mothers and their toddlers were coded on videotape. Children's 
social-emotional competence was rated globally during situations 
where mother was absent. Self -report and rating measures of each 
mother's psychosocial functioning were also obtained. All predictions 
were upheld in the results. The relations of the affective 
environment to children's emotions and behavior were delineated by 
this methodology; maternal affective environment is related to 
concurrent indices of the child's social-emotional well-being. 
(Author/DST) 
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Abstract 

The jnaternol affective environment to which children ore 
exposed <conceptuali2ed in two ways, percentage of total 
emotional displays and current psychosocial functioning) 
is likely to be related to their expression of emotions 
and overall social -emotional competence . Thus 
prevalence of several maternal emotions were predicted 
to be related to other measures of mother's psychosocial 
functioning, prevalence of children's emotions, and 
indices of children's social-emotional competence. 
Emotional displays for 29 mothers and toddlers were 
coded on videotape. Children's social-emotional 
competence was rated globally during situations where 
mother was absent. Self-report and rating measures of 
each mother's psychosocial functioning were also 
obtained. All predictions were upheld. The relations of 
the affective environment to children's emotions and 
behavior were finely delineatsd by this methodology; 
jjiaternal affective environment is related to concurrent 
indices of the child's soclal-emotioncl well-being. 
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Affective Environment and Toddlers' Social -Emoti onal 

Competence 

Emotions are increasingly being recognized as 
powerf ul Intra- and interpersonal regulators of 
behavior. They organize social knowledge^ mediate 
cognition^ and communicate the nature of, and expressive 
behavior appropriate to^ pai ticular social sltuati ona 
(Cajnpos & Barrett, 1983). According to Zahn-Waxler, 
CummingSf and Cooperman (1984) , maternal emotions may 
fulfill emotion-specific communicative functions for 
children, in terms of modeling emotions to express, 
referencing, or contagion (e.g., Cumminga, Zahn-Waxler, 
fit Radke-Yarrow, 1981 ; Klinnert, Campos, Sorce, Emde, & 
Svejda, 1983). 

The maternal affective environment can be 
operationalized in two ways: <1) percentage of total 
emotional displays (happy, sad, angry, tense, or 
tender); and (2) global indices of current maternal 
psychosocial functioning . Regarding the f irst of these 
conceptualizations,, use of Izard's differential emotion 
theory could more precisely pinpoint the prevalence of, 
and the relations between, specific maternal and child 
emotions. Depressed mothers direct much anger towards 
their children (Colletta, 1983; Davenport, Adland, Gold, 
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& Goodwin^ 1979; Davenport^ 2ahn-Woxler^ Adland^ & 
Wayfield^ 1984; Weissman & Paykel^ 1974). Rigorous 
natural istic description of the relation of prevalence 
of anger and other maternal emotions to toddlers^ 
expression of emotions and social -emotional competence 
is also needed In non-disordered families. 

Psychosocial functioning^ encompassing stress from 
life events^ amount of social support, and mood, has 
been shown to be quite important in determining the 
quality of the family's affective environment 
(Aneshensel & Frerichs, 1982; Baldwin, Baldwin, Cole & 
Kokec, 1983; Bell, Leroy, & Stevenson, 1982). Stressful 
life events and negative affect are generallly 
negatively related to maternal emotional responsiveness, 
whereas positive social support lessen© the effect of 
stress on maternal responsiveness (Crnic, 1983) . 

Regarding this second conceptualization of 
affective environment , clinical research has revealed 
that parental psychosocial functioning is related to 
children's social competence. For example, if even one 
parent in a family with an affectively disordered parent 
responds einotional ly appropriately to the child , then 
the child is likely to be 3udged as socially competent 
(Cole, Baldwin, Balwin, & Fisher^ 1982). The importance 



5 



Affective Environment 



5 

of current psychosocial functioning has not been 
specified , however , for non -disordered parents; only 
clinical case study and epidemiological data ia 
available. Thus it ia also imperative to look at how 
maternal reaction to children ^ s emotions varies 
^according to indices of current f unct-ioning^ even in 
non-disordered mothers^ who have "down" times which may 
significantly affect their children's development. 

Negative consequences for the child in both 
emotional and social spheres are predicted when the 
maternal affective environment breaks down due to poor 
psychosocial functioning and/or negative prevalent 
emotions (e.g»^ Bowlby^ 1969; A. Freud, 1965; Izard & 
Buechler, 1981). Researchers have recently upheld this 
expectation using a variety of paradigms. Infants or 
toddlers have been shown to cope relatively poorly with 
stress when mothers are emotionally unavailable due to 
experimental 'conditions or respond inappropriately due 
to clinical depression (Cohn & Tronick, 1982; Sorce & 
Emde^ 1981; Sameroff^ Seifer^ & Zax, 1982; Zahn-Waxler, 
Cummings^ McKnew, & Radke-Yarrow/ 1984; Zahn-Waxler ^ 
Cummlngs^ lannotti^ & Radke-Yarrow^ 1984). For example,, 
such infants and toddlers are more aggressive and 
emotionally disregulated ^ plsy more immaturely^ 
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and/or interact lessr than those whose jnothers' emotions 
are more posltiv© or who are functioning jnore optimally. 

The available re&earch has thus suggested that both 
maternal ewotions and psychosocial functioning are 
indeed salient in ch ildrearing • Negative mood and poor 
psychosocial functioning have^ in particular^ been shown 
to be negatively related to the child's social -emotional 
competence. Finer measurement of maternal and 
children's emotions is needed, however, as are 
naturalistic investigations with non-disordered 
f amilies« 

Thus the hypotheses for this investigation are: (1) 
prevalence of maternal emotions will be related to other 
measures of mother's current functioning; (2) prevalence 
of specif::.c maternal emotions will be related to 
prevalence of specific emotions in the child — e.g., 
predominantly positive mothers will have predominantly 
positive children; <3) prevalence of maternal emotions 
will be related to indices of child social-emotional 
competence--f or e^campie, more positive mothers will have 
more competent children; (4) indices of maternal current 
functioning, previously related to prevalent maternal 
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both prevalence of children's various amotions and 
children 's social -emotional competence • 

Method 

Subjects 

Subjects were 29 psychiatrical ly normal mothers (as 
assessed by the Schedule for Affective Di sordera and 
Schizophrenia^ Spitzer and Endicott^ 1978^ and Research 
Diagnostic Criteria categories^ Spitzer^ Endicott^ & 
Robins^ 1980) and their 25 to 39-month-old children (15 
girls and 14 boys) • Mean age of the toddlers was 31 
months* 
Procedure 

Subjects came to the laboratory on four separate 
half-day occasions* During their sessions they spent 
much of their time in an opartiaent within the house in 
which the laboratory is located- The apartment includes 
kitchen^ toys^ television^ and other objects typically 
found in these toddlers' home environments. 

Conditions and facilities allowed for and 
encouraged usual daily routines^ demands^ and 
interactions between mother and child (e«g«^ eating,* 
playing, resting, etc.). A number of experimental 
situations were, however, interposed within the rhythm 
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of each day ^ such as a stranger's arrival and mother's 

S 

departure for a short time and the visit of a 
••doctor." 

Onset and offset of each dyad member's emotion 
<e.g,^ evidence of a specific happy ^ sad^ angry, 
tense/a£ra±d^ tender^ or neutral emotion via facial, 
vocal, gestural, and/or postural means; see Oenham, 
1985a, for specific definitions) were coded during two 
ten-jninute situations on videotape. These two 
situations were a typically unpleasant experience^ the 
••doctor^ s" visit (10 minutes, including anticipation 
aftear doctor arrives and the physical examination 
itself), and a typically positive experience, eating 
lunch with mother (first 10 minutes). Prevalence of each 
esiotlon was defined as percentage of total emo' ">n 
events. x"^ercentage agreement = m&7m 

The child was also videotaped, on different days. 
In different situations, without the mother, during 
parte of the Ainsworth separation paradigm, play with a 
sibling, and a psychiatric assessment. These situations 
were rated using: (1) global ratings of the child's 
overall social competency, positive influence of others, 
and regulation of emotions (7-point scales; reliability 
of rating^ assessed by Finn's r = .99"-"-see Finn^ 1970); 
(2) ratings of the child's happiness, cooperativeness. 
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aoclal competence , play competence^ outgoingness^ and 
calroness (7-point scales; Finn's r = .92) ; and <3) Lewis 
and Michalson's emotion profiles (happiness, fear, 
anger, positive and ncigatlve affiliation, and 
competence; 5-point scales, Finn's r = .98) • An 
aggregate score was created, hereafter called the 

constituted the aujn of standard scores for <1), <2) , and 
(3) above. Reliability, as assessed by Cronbach's 
alpha, was .94* 

Last, self -reports and ratings of maternal 
psychosocial i'unctioning were gathered. Specifically, 
mothers reported their perception of the quality of 
social interactions and number of problem events, on the 
day before emotiona were coded in reol-timep Independent 
coders also rated r others on dimensions including 
happiness, anxiety, acceptance of their toddler, and 
responsiveness, during videotaping of the entire session 
from which emotion coding was extracted <7"point scales, 
Finn's r = .72). An aggregate of current functioning 
was created as follows : the total current f ii2Sti2Qin3 
539£S35tS ~ standard scores for C percent 

positive interaction - percent negative Interaction - # 
perceived problems + ratings for maternal happiness + 
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calmness respons:*.veness + acceptance] . Cronbach's 
alpha for thia aggregate wc^a .47* 



Table 1 illuatrntes relations between prevalence of 
each maternal emotion and both maternal current functioning 
indices and prevalence of children'^s emotions- Mothers 
who had higher percentages of tender emotion events 



tended to have higher aggregate scores of current 
functioning. Conversely, predominantly sad or tense 
mothers evidenced lower current functioning aggregates. 
Prevalence of maternal anger was not related to current 
psychosocial functioning. These findings validate the 
uae of the pravalence of maternal emotions measure, and 
thus strengthen the following results. 

Prevalence of maternal happy ejp-.tional displays was 
positively related to prevalence of the child's happy 
displays^ and negatively related to prevalence of both 
the child's sad and angry emotions. Prevalence of 
BiQternal anger was negatively related to prevalence of 
the child's happy emotions, and positively related to 
prevalence of the child's sad and tense/afraid emotions. 



Results 



Insert Table 1 here 
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Children of predominantly ten&e mothers showed a lower 
percentage of happy emotion events* Mothers who were 
predominantly tender had children who showed higher 
percentagee of fear^ and lower percentages of neutral 
eventa. 

Prevalence of children's anger tended to be related 
to prevalence of maternal anger and maternal tenderness 
(g-'s < *iO). Similarly^ children of mothers who had a 
higher percentage of happy emotional displays tended to 
evidence mora neutral emotion events <g < .10). 

Table 2 shows that the child's social-emotional 
functioning aggregates were highly negatively related to 
prevalence of maternal anger, and tended to be 
negatively related to prevalence of maternal sadness. 



Maternal and child's happy emotional events were 
positively, but non-signif icantly , related to the 
child's social -emotional competence aggregates* 

Prevalence of the child's neutral emotion events 
was positively related to aocial-eraotional competence, 
whereas prevalence of the child's sad or angry displays 
was negatively related to social-emotional competence 



Insert Table 2 here 
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(see Table 2). Overall^ these wi thin-child 
correlational findings validate both the social- 
competence ratings and naturalistic coding of emotion. 

Table 2 also illustrates the relations among current 
functioning indices and the child's social-emotional 
competency. Maternal current functioning^ shown above 
to be highly related to maternal prevalence of emotion^ 
was also highly positively related to child social- 
emotional competence. 



The positive findings for the four hypotheses 
outlined here uphold the advantages of a microanalytic, 
naturalistic approach to the study of mother/child 
emotions and competence. Prevalence of both maternal 
and child's emotions wera strongly related to the 
child's independently assessed social -emotional 
competence; cross-correlations of prevalence of maternal 
and child's emotions were also significant* The impact 
of the affective environment on the child's emotions and 
behavior I ^fleeted in these individual differences^ was 
more finely delineated by the percentages yielded 
through real time coding than would be possible with 
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emotions in describing individual difference in 
affective environment was a major advantage here« 

Other systems for measuring children'^s emotions are 
also likely to be too focused on one indicator of 
emotion Ce*g., facial). Thus this measurement system 
appears innovative enough to be useful in a variety of 
problem questions; for example, it would be helpful to 
test theories such as Hoffman'^s <1975) . Further 
research could focus on the relationship of empathy 
(Hoffman, 1982!) to children-'s enduring emotional states 
and the maternal affective environment . 

Specifically, prevalence of negative maternal and 
children's emotions are generally negatively related to 
both the child^s expression of positive emotions and to 
the child^s social -emotional competence; the converse 
also holds true. Thus the overall emotional climate to 
which the ch.^ld is subjected is related to both the 
prevalence of the child's specific emotions and to 
social-ejnotionol competency. 

Measures of maternal current functioning based on aelf- 
report and global ratings were validated by their strong 
relations with prevalence of specific maternal emotions 
(and vice versa). Prevalence of maternal anger was, 
however, significantly negatively related to the 
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child' s social -emotional competency^ but unrelated to 
maternal psychosocial functioning. Thus the two 
operational izat ions of affective environment are 
related^ but not veridical. Possibly these two 
conceptualizations can be seen as parallel to 
maternal temperament or enduring emotions (prevalence of 
emotions measures) and socialization factors (current 
functioning) in their impact on the child's social- 
emotional competency (see Lewis & Michalson, 19S3) * 

This investigation also supports and extends 
earlier research which indicated that others' anger 
displays are soci ©environmental stressors for very young 
children (Cummings et al,, 1981). Maternal anger is 
clearly a stressor here, even given its low absolute 
level (less than one per cent; see Denham, 19d5a) ; it is 
related to both the child's expression of emotions and 
social -emotional competence • Maternal sadness and 
happiness were also marginally related, in predicted 
directions, to the child's social-emotional competence. 

These dyads' psychiatric normality is also 
important to keep in mind in connection with the 
prevalence of emotion results. These results indicate 
that the maternal affective environment is vital not 
only in disordered families (such as those previously 
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reported on by Zahn-Waxler ^ Cummings^ McKnew^ €* Radke- 
Yarrow^ 1984^ and Zahn-Waxler^ Cummings^ Iannot.ti^ & 
Radke-Yarrow,^ 1984^ for example) ► These findings also 
extend the clinical research on current functioning. The 
social support/stress model o£ current functioning ia 
important not only for the disordered or at risk. 

This evidence here is^ of course^ ".orrelational * 
The strength of these results should not obscure the 
fact that effects are bi-directional in the mother-child 
system (of. Denham^ 1985a)- Corroborating data do 
exists however^ which show that maternal emotional 
displays in the two situations observed here are related 
to those of exhibited by their toddlers when mothers 
are not even present (as measured by another 
system; Denham, 19d5b) . In any case, such results 
suggest, both the need for further naturalistic research 
on the affective environment and the need for applied 
developmental interventions to aid families in creating 
an affective environment conducive to the creation and 
continuation of comfort and competence in both mother 
and child. 
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Table 1 

S9?I?I6ist49Q§_9^_W2t®?IQ9i-Sy?I?I®Qt_Functio 

SQ^^yQ99n^itiQQ9i-E?I2^9^iiiti§9«9£_Silii^ren 

wi th_Uncondi tignal_Probabilit^ of Maternal Emotions 





Mother 

U M r> r> 

nappy 


Mother 
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A 1^ ^ >»» « » 
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Mother 
Tense 


Mother 
J enaer 


Mother 
neu I. • 


¥n 4* V* v% 1 
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Child 
Happy 
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II II 

-.51 


It 

-.39 


-.29 


.31 


Child 
Sad 


-.53 


-.02 


«« 

.51 


.20 


.20 
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Child 
Angry 


-.41 


-.05 


.34 


.07 


.35 


-.03 


Child 
Afraid 


-.24 


-.13 


.40 


.08 


.49 


-.37 


Child 
Neutral 


-34 


.20 


-.32 


.16 


•» « 

-.48 


.03 



E < .05. B < .01. 
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Table 2 



Q9E£§iStiona_of _ynconditional_Probabl 



and Maternal Current 


Functioning Aggregate with Child 
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Current 




Functioning 




Mother Happy 
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Mother Sad 


-.28 




ft « 


Mother Angry 


-.46 


Mother Tenae 
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Mother Tender 


-.08 


Mc her Neutral 


.06 


Child Happy 


.25 


Child Sod 


-.40 


Child Angry 


ft 
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Child Afraid 


-.23 
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Child Neutral 


.38 






B < .05* 


E < -01. 
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